The Online Academy (HO29K73002) was funded by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) to develop online instructional modules in the content areas of reading, positive behavior supports and technology across the curriculum. Targeted to teacher education programs in Institutions of Higher Education (IHE), the modules were implemented by over 160 institutions.
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Background IDEA compliance, curriculum standards, faculty turnover, high-stakes testing and increased expectations among policymakers and school patrons are among the many factors that contribute to staff development needs for experienced teachers. As teachers pursue personalized staff development plans, they seek opportunities to enhance their skills and to expand their knowledge. Typically, if they are engaged in a graduate degree program they are likely to depend on their home institution of higher education (IHE) as the source for their professional growth experiences. If they are not pursuing a degree program, they may look to their employer to provide staff development opportunities or, on their own, seek opportunities that best fit their needs and aspirations.
However, with the emergence of the Internet, access to professional development opportunities is increasing at an unprecedented rate. Offerings by IHEs on the Internet are increasing, professional associations are developing web sites to offer staff development, and elearning in the commercial sector is evolving as a source for staff development. Thus, the Internet has dramatically changed the potential for accessing staff development anytime, anywhere.
The need for staff development among teachers to fully implement the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is exacerbated by the growing shortage of trained personnel and the tendency for states to allow emergency waivers for noncertified teachers to enter the field when the supply of certified teachers does not meet the demand. In particular, educators trained to work with students with disabilities continue to be in short supply (Brownell & Smith, 1993 , 1997 Lauritzen & Freidman, 1993) , a shortage that is expected to become even more acute in coming years for several reasons. First, the public school population, ages 5 through 13, Staff Development Needs 4 rose to approximately 38.5 million in 1998 and continues to increase. Further, the U.S.
Department of Education projects the need for an additional two million teachers over the next decade as veteran teachers retire (i.e., baby boom generation).
This critical personnel shortage is particularly significant when considering the chronic shortage of special education teachers over the past decade. For example, the Twentieth Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1998) reports that from 1987-88 to 1995-1996 , shortages for teaching positions nationally for students aged 6-21 with disabilities have averaged about 27,000 fully certified teachers per year.
The production of new teachers is inadequate to meet projected personnel needs. This means that large numbers of teachers will enter the profession with significant staff development needs.
In response to the growing need for staff development among teachers, OSEP contracted with the Online Academy (http://onlineacademy.org) to develop a series of exemplary online modules for staff development on topics of high national concern. The online format would allow for experimentation with online instruction as a mode of delivering staff development. The modules would be designed using the production tool developed by the Online Academy to produce multimedia interactive online modules. The modules include the following features: be content-rich, self-paced, accessible 24-7, employ streaming media, be interactive and have a research-to-practice focus.
A prerequisite to developing online modules was to identify which topics were representative of nationally perceived needs. It was apparent that if only five online modules were to be developed (a limitation of resources), it was essential to select topics that were of national importance. While the five topics could have been selected by consulting with a few staff development specialists at the state and national levels, a decision was made to Staff Development Needs 5 systematically examine the need for staff development nationwide. Not only would this result in better decisions on the topics, but having an inventory of assessed staff development needs would be useful to SEAs and LEAs as they plan staff development programs in the future.
Additionally, such an inventory might have implications for preservice teacher education programs. Finally, professional organizations, publishers of teaching resources and individuals engaged in developing staff development programs would also find the inventory to be of interest.
Methodology
The first challenge was to determine an appropriate method for prioritizing staff development needs nationally as a basis for identifying the topics for the staff development modules to be developed. Several examples of needs assessment strategies have been employed at the state level. For example, Azin-Manley (1996) used a survey instrument to obtain input from all teachers and administrators in Wyoming schools. In another survey, the Illinois State Board of Education (1992) carried out a statewide needs assessment for personnel associated with prekindergarten programs for children at risk of academic failure, prevention initiative programs for at-risk infants and toddlers and their families, and the model early childhood parental training programs.
A similar model could have been used to assess the staff development needs of teachers nationally in meeting the needs of students with disabilities. However, the problem in adopting this strategy for a national needs assessment was in determining the most representative sampling, as well as cost and time requirements.
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Two other statewide strategies were considered. One was a model implemented by Black (1998) , who surveyed all directors of technical and adult education within a state who were in attendance at a conference. The results were supplemented by a mail survey of all instructors statewide. Taking another approach, Hart (1995) reported on the use of focus groups to collect qualitative data on staff development needs. The advantages of focus groups are that data can be collected in a relatively short amount of time and the results can be combined with other measurement methods. Focus groups also serve to improve communication and allow for clarification to be obtained on recommended topics.
Based on these findings, we opted to develop a hybrid model that employed focus groups, engagement of key state agency staff attending a national conference and an online ranking system to build a set of national priorities in staff development to guide the initial development of online staff development modules. A qualitative approach, relying heavily on focus groups involving resource experts, was adopted, combined with an analysis of source documents containing information related to staff development needs, a phone survey and an online prioritization instrument.
Focus Groups
Four focus groups were held to generate staff development topics perceived by the participants as representing national concerns and warranting an investment at the national level. The fourth focus group was made up the 10-member national advisory board. Since members of the board were selected because of their perspectives on staff development and knowledge of state needs, their input was considered important to have factored into the topic identification process.
Focus group procedures. The following procedures summarize the focus group process:
1.
The number of participants per group averaged 13.
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The focus groups were held in the OSEP offices and during the 2000 CSPD Conference sponsored by NASDSE.
3.
The same facilitators and recorder (a three-person team from the Academy) were involved in each focus group. Two functioned as facilitators and assumed the role of stimulating discussion and keeping the discussion focused on generating and clarifying topics. The third person recorded the topics emerging from the discussion on which there was group consensus.
4.
Immediately following each session, the three-person team refined the list of topics and sorted them into categories. Independent summary reports were prepared for each session, but the reports were not shared with participants in subsequent sessions prior to their session. This allowed each group to be independent in its generation of topics.
5.
Following the first focus group, the team repeated the refinement process for each session. Specifically, the categories derived from the first session were reconstructed after each session as the topics generated in each session were factored into the sorting process. Consequently, as the number of topics grew, the categories changed depending on the emphasis of the topics added to the pool from the previous session.
6. An inventory of staff development topics was created based on the consensus topics emerging from the groups.
7.
Following the last focus group, a final refinement and sorting process was employed. The last group was the 10-member advisory board, whose composition was similar in terms of expertise to that of the other focus groups. Having the Staff Development Needs 9 advisory board serve as a focus group enhanced their later role in working with consultants and content writers.
Phone Survey and Review of Source Document
This component of the process consisted of the following:
1.
A firm that provides evaluation studies was engaged to conduct a phone survey and to review SIG proposals and selected reports on staff development in the literature.
2.
The phone survey consisted of a sample of over 25 individuals nationally, including regular education teachers and school administrators. The phone survey and literature review were carried out parallel to the focus groups and completed at the same time.
3.
A series of stimulus questions was used to cause respondents to think about staff development needs.
4.
The Study Group Inc. prepared a report independent of the focus group report process. The report results were not made known to the Academy team of facilitators until the results of the focus group and the validation process were completed. This allowed the survey data to be factored into the prioritization process as an independent source of input.
Validation Process
The validation process allowed all participants across the focus groups to respond to an instrument containing all topics generated via the focus group process. The specific steps of the process are outlined below.
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1.
The combined results of the focus groups were analyzed by the Academy team and redundancies were eliminated.
2. An instrument was developed containing nine subsets and 113 topics. A subset was defined as topics related to a theme or similar in terms of the training implied.
No topic was assigned to more than one subset. The number of topics per subset ranged from four to 22.
3.
The instrument was posted on the project web site and all responses were collected online. Respondents were notified of the URL, provided directions on the task that they were being asked to perform, that is, to prioritize each topic by placing them into one of four categories (see Table 1 ) and given a timeline for responding.
4.
The data were analyzed by ranking the topics according to the categories in which the respondents placed them. Topics were then judged to be of national, state and local significance.
5.
The results of the phone survey and the literature review were analyzed to determine the relationship between the topics identified through those processes and the focus groups. They were then crosschecked against the results of the categorizing process that was carried out online. For purposes of selecting the five topics to be developed into online staff development modules, these data were recorded along with the instrument categorizing results.
6.
Anticipating that a substantial number of topics might be classified as being of national significance and warranting being addressed through a national effort, a set of decision rules for selecting topics for module development was developed Staff Development Needs 11 by the Academy team in conjunction with the advisory board. These decision rules were used as a criteria for selecting the topics for module development from among those judged to be of most importance nationally. The selection criteria were decided during an advisory board meeting.
Decision rules employed by the board included the following:
The topics must: 4. Accommodate a range of needs that transcend grade level, disability groups and that relate to the requirements of IDEA.
5. Have been proposed as a need area from several input sources rather than a single source.
6. Have a high probability of being successfully addressed through staff development efforts and be valued by the target group.
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A major limitation of the study was that it focused on school-age programs and did not include early childhood staff development needs. Further, in the process of selecting topics, the board opted to orient the modules toward teachers at the secondary level. Comments throughout the forum sessions indicated that staff development was needed at the secondary level and there were fewer resources available. However, the topics were applicable for the K-12 programs unless specifically addressed to an age group.
Results
The results of the prioritization responses to the instrument are shown in Table 1 . The number of responses per category are reported in the four columns on the right hand side of the table. In reviewing the results in Table 1 , keep in mind that the purpose was o identify topics of national significance that warranted an investment into creating online development resources for national dissemination.
The categories were defined as follows:
Category 1: National Response (High Priority): Needs to be addressed nationally and in the immediate future. (Use this category for no more than 10 of the topics listed in the next pages.)
Category 2: National Response (Medium Priority): Very important, but if a choice had to be made to develop a priority the Category 1 topics would be selected.
Category 3: State Response: Important priority but a topic that could be addressed at the state level rather than through a national initiative. Items with asterisks in Table 1 indicate the topics were selected for development into online modules after applying the decision rules previously mentioned. Because the topics were not all independent, that is, many overlapped when viewed from the perspective of how they might be dealt with through a staff development program, the framing of the topics selected for module development varied somewhat from the wording listed on the survey instrument.
Clarification of the topics occurred through a two-day planning session involving the board, Academy team, and consultants with expertise in the skills and knowledge associated with the high-priority topics. The intent here was to translate the selected topics into wording content maps that were more meaningful to teachers.
The process entailed a review of the ranked topics in the four categories to ensure that there were no topics in Categories 2, 3, or 4 that, when examined by the advisory board and consultants, might be viewed as warranting special consideration. Because the membership of the board and consultants included individuals with extensive knowledge of states, staff Staff Development Needs 18 development programs, and IDEA, their perspectives provided a validation of the ranking system.
This review did not result in any topics being moved to Category 1. However, it did stimulate discussion on two issues. One related to the omission of early childhood in the needs assessment process; the other related to focusing on topics most important to middle and secondary schools. Participants agreed that should further staff development modules be developed in the future, preschool needs should be included in the assessment process. With reference to the middle and secondary school emphasis, it was decided in reviewing the Category 1 priority rankings that the general need for staff development was greater at those levels. This is not to suggest that the topics do not generalize to teachers at the elementary level. Consequently, once the priority topics were selected from Category 1, they were analyzed in terms of their application to the middle and secondary school levels.
Once the topics were selected, content maps in the form of outlines were developed as a way of operationally defining the topics. This was viewed as important prior to engaging writers to develop content for the modules.
Following are the topics selected for development in the form of online modules.
